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Abstract 
 
I inquire, in this thesis, into the concept of ‘close reading’, especially with 
regard to the disposition and skills required to engage with literary texts. 
The term has been out of fashion for a variety of reasons for some years 
now, but I shall be arguing that it is time to restore it to the centre of a 
literary education, and an English education more generally. At stake is a 
consciousness of the work that literary texts can do in strengthening our 
grasp of language, of the relationship between words and meaning.  
 
Attention to literariness or ‘close reading’ has been closely identified 
with the work of F. R. Leavis. Cultural studies, which aimed to promote a 
democratic and inclusive range of texts as suitable for study, came to 
displace his dubious ideal of a literary culture shaped by a cultural elite 
who could engage in the reading practices he advocated. What was of 
value in those practices disappeared, however, in reaction to what was 
perceived as the ill founded conception of ‘life’ and an ‘organic 
community’ that governed his criticism. 
 
My argument is essentially that the baby was thrown out with the 
bathwater, a position that I seek to justify by drawing on the work of 
Raymond Williams and Terry Eagleton, who have both argued – the 
latter in recent years – the importance of ‘close reading’, despite the more 
problematic aspects of Leavis’ legacy.  
 
I find that responses to literary texts in senior secondary classrooms deal 
in abstracted content at the expense of attention to form. I show this by 
critically scrutinizing examiners’ reports produced for the Victorian 
Certificate of Education, the high stakes examination that students must 
complete in Victoria in order to progress to university study, as well as by 
examining the work of a teacher of English who foregrounds the play 
between language and meaning in her professional practice. 
 
I argue that consideration of how students might be taught to discern the 
character and meaning of literary form is vital if they are to discover the 
grounds of meaning making. As a way of explaining my standpoint, I 
include two chapters that construct my history as a reader. This is partly 
to give an account of the ‘autobiography of the question’, to use Jane 
Miller’s resonant phrase, and is in recognition of the fact that no research 
can be objective, that it is always shaped by the perspective and values of 
the researcher. These chapters are also, however, driven by a desire to 
understand my own education, and the way I attended to the relationship 
  _
between words and their meaning at different phases in my life. My 
autobiographical inquiry thus has an open-ended character, as this 
relationship remains an abiding preoccupation with me.  
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I should underline the point here that although the thrust of my study has 
much to do with the foundation of a central, not to say key, component of 
the curriculum subject English, and hence I am concerned to explore the 
conceptual history of close reading, my thesis is in the end about 
teaching. It is not meant primarily as an original contribution to a long-
standing debate in aesthetics and literary theory about the relationship 
between form, content and meaning.  
 
In order to arrive at its destination of teaching, however, my thesis must 
negotiate ways in which categories and concepts such as ‘literariness’ and 
  W[
‘reader response’ have set terms for educational debates about what to 
teach and how to teach it, content and pedagogy. I ask whether revision 
of these categories and concepts, though intended to liberate language 
study, may have paradoxically limited it. And a focus on teaching 
necessarily involves giving consideration to the controls exerted by 
contexts – institutional settings (especially testing arrangements), their 
history and their politics.   
 
In essence, the thesis addresses the central question, “Why and how 
might students be taught to attend to the literariness of texts by exploring 
the relationship between form and content?” It is organized in seven 
chapters that follow, broadly speaking, three strands. The first strand is 
principally a theoretical inquiry that takes the form of critical engagement 
with thinkers whose work was profoundly influential in raising this 
question and continues to speak to it, though for a variety of reasons it 
may have fallen into neglect. The second finds in my own formation as a 
reader fertile ground for inquiry into the character and potential of close 
reading. The third strand deals with the empirical materials – examiners’ 
reports, the use of fiction and poetry in schools, as well as a focused 
account of exemplary practice – referred to above. I aim, by interweaving 
these three strands, to gain perspective on the status and treatment of 
literariness in senior secondary classrooms and to inform prospective 
teaching of it. 
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I should make it clear, however, that the account that follows is not 
contingent on a particular curriculum or ‘study design’, as it is known in 
Victoria. Although the analysis is at one level the product of work in a 
classroom in a large regional school, it is also founded on thirty years 
experience in the classroom. It is posed as a kind of thought experiment 
which attempts to map out how a large group of senior secondary 
students (in this case twenty-five sixteen to seventeen year olds) might be 
expected to ‘respond’ to a ‘literary’ text via ‘comprehension’ exercises.  
 
The collection and analysis of students’ comments on the alternative 
pedagogy which I pursued was for me a way of exploring questions such 
as ‘Where do these students stand in relation to the language of a given 
literary text?’ and ‘To what extent is this alternative pedagogy successful 
in prompting a sense of its literariness?’ As I will go on to explore in the 
following chapters, such questions seem to me to have important 
implications for realizing the value of a literary education not simply in 
terms of achieving success in the curriculum subject English but for 
giving access to a peculiarly heightened awareness of the power of 
language. 
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I should make it clear that this is the school at which Carol, the 
experienced teacher referred to earlier, worked. I had discussed my 
project with her, and because she was very interested in it she agreed to 
give me access to her students’ written responses She appreciated 
opportunities to discuss the rationale that underpinned her pedagogy and 
in this instance alerted me to a pertinent debate which had taken place at 
the school.  
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I will argue in the course of my thesis that although the curriculum 
mandates attention to “material organizations” (Williams, 1977, p.162) of 
language, referring, for example, to “/# ./-0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-4/ 3/.KP@XVV\@+CX_Q@ its enactment in practice is 
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problematic (cf. ACARA, 2012). I inquire into why this might be so. 
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  YVY
Postscript 
 
Tom and Marty both completed a jazz music degree and are still playing 
music together, having gained professional, full time employment in the 
same band.  
 
Carol is due to retire. She looks forward to a different stage of life, but 
feels deeply ambivalent about leaving the classroom. Alison and Nalan 
provide an assessment of the impact of her work on her students:   
 
Alison: It’s just this is the book, this is the story, it’s fabulous, it’s 
wonderful … 
 
Nalan: And she focuses; she’ll call out like a quote or a sentence – she’ll 
spend the whole lesson drawing out each word – well, what does this 
mean, you know, signify … 
 
Alison: Just a simple word – I can’t remember what it was now – she said 
the word and then she said: “Ooh, don’t you love that word!” … so the 
kids get it … yes, great word, doesn’t matter what the meaning of the 
word is, the sound of the word is fantastic 
 
Paul: So in a way, less is more … She’s got that focus on something that 
might look small, but there’s actually an awful lot there 
 
Alison: Demonstrating to the kids … this is just a word, but look at how I 
feel about this word 
 
Nalan: Because you can get overwhelmed  
 
Alison: It’s language and it’s fantastic – that’s what she puts out there 
 
Paul: So the depth and complexity… you kind of open it up for them … 
then they can think critically about it … but you’ve got to have that first  
 
Alison: Absolutely … You’ve got to appreciate something … surely the 
art of teaching is not just about passing this exam, it’s to take with them a 
life-long love … you know, when they’re done with school they’ll still 
have an appreciation for language … I think that’s what Carol does…  
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Memorandum
To:
From:
Date:
Subject: 
6HQLRUVHFRQGDU\VWXGHQWV
GHDOLQJVZLWKWKHODQJXDJHRIOLWHUDWXUH
3URI%UHQWRQ'RHFNH
6FKRRORI(GXFDWLRQ
%
'HDNLQ8QLYHUVLW\+XPDQ5HVHDUFK(WKLFV&RPPLWWHH'8+5(&
1RYHPEHU
3OHDVHTXRWHWKLVSURMHFWQXPEHULQDOOIXWXUHFRPPXQLFDWLRQV
7KHDSSOLFDWLRQIRUWKLVSURMHFWZDVFRQVLGHUHGDWWKH'8+5(&PHHWLQJKHOGRQ
cc: 0U3DXO'XFN
+XPDQ5HVHDUFK(WKLFV
'HDNLQ5HVHDUFK,QWHJULW\
(OJDU5RDG%XUZRRG9LFWRULD
3RVWDO%XUZRRG+LJKZD\
%XUZRRG9LFWRULD$XVWUDOLD
7HOHSKRQH)DFVLPLOH
UHVHDUFKHWKLFV#GHDNLQHGXDX
$SSURYDOKDVEHHQJLYHQIRU0U3DXO'XFNXQGHUWKHVXSHUYLVLRQRI3URI%UHQWRQ'RHFNH6FKRRORI(GXFDWLRQ
WRXQGHUWDNHWKLVSURMHFWIURPWR
,QDGGLWLRQ\RXZLOOEHUHTXLUHGWRUHSRUWRQWKHSURJUHVVRI\RXUSURMHFWDWOHDVWRQFHHYHU\\HDUDQGDWWKH
FRQFOXVLRQRIWKHSURMHFW)DLOXUHWRUHSRUWDVUHTXLUHGZLOOUHVXOWLQVXVSHQVLRQRI\RXUDSSURYDOWRSURFHHGZLWK
WKHSURMHFW
'8+5(&PD\QHHGWRDXGLWWKLVSURMHFWDVSDUWRIWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVIRUPRQLWRULQJVHWRXWLQWKH1DWLRQDO
6WDWHPHQWRQ(WKLFDO&RQGXFWLQ+XPDQ5HVHDUFK
 6HULRXVRUXQH[SHFWHGDGYHUVHHIIHFWVRQWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV
 $Q\SURSRVHGFKDQJHVLQWKHSURWRFROLQFOXGLQJH[WHQVLRQVRIWLPH
 $Q\HYHQWVZKLFKPLJKWDIIHFWWKHFRQWLQXLQJHWKLFDODFFHSWDELOLW\RIWKHSURMHFW
 7KHSURMHFWLVGLVFRQWLQXHGEHIRUHWKHH[SHFWHGGDWHRIFRPSOHWLRQ
 0RGLILFDWLRQVDUHUHTXHVWHGE\RWKHU+5(&V
7KHDSSURYDOJLYHQE\WKH'HDNLQ8QLYHUVLW\+XPDQ5HVHDUFK(WKLFV&RPPLWWHHLVJLYHQRQO\IRUWKHSURMHFWDQG
IRUWKHSHULRGDVVWDWHGLQWKHDSSURYDO,WLV\RXUUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRFRQWDFWWKH+XPDQ5HVHDUFK(WKLFV8QLW
LPPHGLDWHO\VKRXOGDQ\RIWKHIROORZLQJRFFXU
+XPDQ5HVHDUFK(WKLFV8QLW
UHVHDUFKHWKLFV#GHDNLQHGXDX
7HOHSKRQH
  YWY
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